The use of fetal tissue for therapeutic applications.
In recent years, dramatic progress has been made through research using dead human fetal tissue. Cellular transplantation is an attractive alternative to organ grafting when only a discrete function of the organ is impaired. Early fetal donor cells have an advantage because they engraft readily and do not cause graft-versus-host disease. Similarly, the fetus is an ideal recipient of allogenic fetal cells as it is incapable of rejecting them early in gestation. Recent research advances have led to its use in endocrine, neurologic and immune system disorders as well as in hematologic and hepatic deficiencies. Concurrently, this research has led to controversy over the ethics of using human fetal tissue, particularly tissue from induced abortions. Although legalized abortion remains a hotly debated controversial issue in the USA and some other countries, a consensus has been forming, in the scientific community, on the ethical use of fetal tissue in research and clinical transplantation. This review presents the theoretical background and recent research and clinical advances in fetal tissue transplantation, in the light of the current debate on its ethical and moral implications.